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Voices, Violence and Meaning:
Transformations of Speech Samples in
Works by David Byrne, Brian Eno and
Steve Reich
Maarten Beirens
The incorporation of pre-recorded speaking voices in musical compositions such as Steve
Reich’s It’s Gonna Rain and Brian Eno and David Byrne’s My Life in the Bush of
Ghosts has opened up new modes of musical understanding that are inextricably linked
with the speakers in question. Incorporating concrete, recognisable sounds from the ‘real
world’ into the symbolic web of a musical composition encourages subjective readings of
the source material, for example, by demonstrating how stereotypical Western
constructions of African culture can be detected in the treatment of male Afro-American
voices. This article will argue that the technological dehumanising of the speaker also
produces a particular kind of violence. In addition to such views of violence as directed
against the speakers whose words have been erased, this article will conclude that one
can also interpret such works as a response to the intricate relationship between sound
and speech in music.
Keywords: Speech Recordings; Violence; Sampling; Steve Reich; Brian Eno and David
Byrne; Barthes; Derrida
Introduction
Whether by means of analogue tape or of digital samples, the power of recording tech-
nology to turn everyday sounds into basic musical material has profoundly altered the
idea of what music can be. It has also altered our understanding of music based on
elements that have originated in non-musical contexts. A particular category of
pieces produced with such technology is formed by those that draw their material
from—indeed rely on—the intricate musical qualities of the speaking voice. For the
purpose of this article, I will concentrate on one set of compositions closely related
to minimalist and postminimalist music that deal with loops, highly repetitive
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procedures and a particular way of treating the recorded source material. The sources
of the ‘speaking voices’ that will be discussed are quite diverse: a Pentecostal preacher
rambling about Noah’s flood; a scared youth testifying about his brutal treatment while
in police custody; an inflamed caller on a radio talk-show and an Afro-American pol-
itical rally outside New York’s City Hall.
The main body of works in question is by the American composer Steve Reich
(b. 1936). Other instances of the use of recorded voices in music can be found
throughout the twentieth century. After all, through musique concrète’s introduction
of everyday sounds into the realm of the studio, the possibility of using recordings
of mundane, non-musical sounds in a decidedly musical context became a recurrent
theme in electronic music. Since then the separation between musical and everyday
sounds has been challenged, most fervently perhaps, by John Cage (1912–1992).
Not only did Cage discard the categorical difference between musical and non-
musical sounds—no longer solely relying on the use of recording technology in
order to capture, edit and play back non-musical sounds as part of a musical work
—but Cage also devised various ways of including everyday sounds in his music.
However, the main approach to this issue has remained strongly within recording
technology—analogue and digital alike. Especially since the arrival of the digital
sampler, the presence of everyday sounds and speaking voices has manifested itself
in many types of music. The works discussed here have been selected on the basis
of the prominence of the speaking voices involved. In many cases, recorded sounds
and speech have been used as a way of thickening the texture, of adding subtle and
sometimes prominent bits and pieces assembled from everyday life as intriguing and
even unsettling foreign elements. Mostly, however, they retain their autonomous
value and remain as kinds of ‘foreign bodies’, or Fremdkörper, added to a musical
layer that would otherwise remain consistent, without the presence of everyday
sounds or speech. Even in cases where it might be exaggerating the point to identify
this situation as the superposition of otherwise unrelated layers—musical and non-
musical ones—the essential point may still be that recorded sounds do not fully par-
ticipate in the musical fabric as laid down by other elements.
For example, several tracks from Brian Eno and David Byrne’s album My Life in the
Bush of Ghosts (1981) (one track will be discussed in more detail below) can be clearly
divided into instrumental layers mostly built around funk-based grooves, which incor-
porate African, North-African (and, by means of the funk association, also Afro-Amer-
ican) musical elements. These instrumental layers are held together by a rhythmic
groove and organised according to their own musical processes of textural expansion
and contraction. In terms of musical organisation, the layers remain independent of
the recorded voices, even though they are presented simultaneously. In such cases,
the interaction between the instrumental parts on the one hand and the recordings
of speaking voices on the other, while very prominent to the listener, is not reflected
in the music’s structure. The identifiable presence of a coherent musical structure
upon which such speech fragments have been superimposed is without doubt a very
interesting phenomenon, involving many possible hermeneutic readings of the
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elements that result from the interaction of these separate layers. However, this article
will deal with a quite different part of the repertoire involving recordings of the speak-
ing voice: compositions that take borrowed, recorded speech fragments as a starting
point, granting them a central position, and building other elements around them
or even deriving all the musical elements from them.
Regardless of the differences between the pieces under discussion in terms of aes-
thetic intention, compositional technique or differences in the time when they were
composed, each example can be said to borrow recorded everyday sounds—and,
specifically, the voices of people speaking—and to use those borrowed elements as
the basis for the music. Making recorded speech the focus of a piece (indeed it is
often either the only ‘musical’ material or at least the material around which all
other musical elements are organised) brings with it some important implications.
Unlike a sampled everyday sound (such as a door slamming), which can become a
rhythmic element that is subjected to musical procedures not unlike those applied
to more common sources of musical sound (such as, for instance, a rim shot on a
snare drum), the use of speech fragments usually entails a number of additional fea-
tures that possess far greater implications for the compositions that draw upon them.
This article will deal with two characteristic aspects of recorded speech, and will
examine some of the implications for those compositions that are built on it. The
first element is the presence of a text. As such it connects closely to the age-old tra-
dition of setting words to music. The crucial difference is that, instead of working
with a neutralised text (words on paper can be set to music in any variety of ways),
the text here is inextricably linked to the way it is pronounced, with the colour and
grain of the voice and with other musical elements embedded in this act of pronuncia-
tion: pacing, articulation, the tone of voice and, of course, the approximate pitch con-
tours that are mostly identified with the term ‘speech melodies’.1 This brings me to the
second and most crucial aspect: the voice of the speaker itself. Because of the use of a
specific recording, it becomes impossible to separate what is being said from the
person who is saying it. If only through the idiosyncrasies of speech and pronunciation,
these words remain inextricably bound to the speaker, who is audibly (although not
physically) present. Borrowing such instances of recorded speech seems impossible
without disclosing the ‘identity’ of the speaker. It is through this synthesis of
musical structure, text, voice and the implied presence of the speaker that the com-
munication of certain actions and emotions, such as violence, takes on a very particular
position, as will be examined below.
Steve Reich’s Come Out, It’s Gonna Rain, City Life and Eno & Byrne’sMea Culpa
These aspects are strongly present in both the early and more recent works of Steve
Reich. Reich worked with recordings of speaking voices during two phases of his
career: the early tape works from the mid-1960s, which involved tape loops and the
introduction of phase shifting as a technique, as well as in his more recent output,
starting from the mid-1980s, involving digital samplers that led to a renewed interest
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in the use and manipulation of speaking voices. Interestingly, very similar elements
have also appeared on the ‘popular’ end of the musical spectrum, as exemplified in
the collaborative work of pop musicians/producers Brian Eno (b. 1948) and David
Byrne (b. 1952). The track entitled Mea Culpa from their seminal album My Life in
the Bush of Ghosts will be discussed later.2
The incorporation of pre-recorded speaking voices in these pieces dramatically
opens up the musical realm to include social and cultural signifiers that are inextricably
connected with the speaker in question. Bringing concrete, recognisable sounds from
the ‘real world’ into the symbolic order of the musical composition requires a treat-
ment and development of the vocal samples that tends to impose subjective readings
upon the source material. This is of course true for all music involving recording and
sampling (and by extension, more generally, that of quotation or borrowing). Pre-
existing material inevitably brings many associations connected to the material’s ‘orig-
inal’ context to the listening experience of the ‘new’ composition. Previous discussions
of Reich’s It’s Gonna Rain (1965) and Come Out (1966), for instance, have focused on
the political and social aspects surrounding those pieces and their impact on musical
hermeneutics (see Scherzinger, 2005, pp. 207–244; and Gopinath, 2009, pp. 121–144).
All these compositions hover between the semantic level of the words that are
spoken and the purely acoustic qualities of speech-as-sound. A closer look at Come
Out already offers a clear example of how the semantic and sonic aspects of the
piece relate to one other. The piece uses an excerpt from a taped interview with
Daniel Hamm, one of the ‘Harlem Six’, a group of Afro-American youths who had
been wrongly accused and sentenced to prison for killing a white shop-owner in
Harlem in 1964. Their case elicited wide media coverage. Reich’s piece was originally
composed as a contribution to a benefit event in order to raise money for a possible
retrial of the Six (see Potter, 2000, p. 176). In a broader sense, therefore, the piece
has been read against the background of racial issues and the Civil Rights Movement
of the 1960s in the USA.3
Though Reich has always been careful to mention the particular context of Come
Out, when listened to, the piece itself provides far fewer clues as to what is being
said, or indeed why such a context might be relevant. Hamm talks about the brutal
treatment he received while in police custody. Only those with visible wounds were
given permission by the police authorities to be taken to a nearby hospital and
given medical treatment, hence Hamm’s description of opening up a bruise he had
received in order to show that he was actually bleeding.
The phrase ‘I had to like open the bruise up and let some of the bruise blood come
out to show them’ is stated three times, after which Reich then isolates and loops ‘come
out to show them’, multiplies the phrase several times before gradually moving it out of
phase with itself. This phase shifting process, at that point still fairly new, was Reich’s
technique of gradually moving identical tape loops out of synchronisation with each
other, resulting in increasingly complex canonic textures.4
As compelling as the gradual phase shifting process may be, the listener’s perception
of this piece is more likely to take into account the words in question—to ponder their
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meaning and experience their transformation through time. At the beginning of the
piece, the phrase is immediately recognisable and the phasing process sets in gradually,
at first producing reverb––and delay-like effects. But as the loops move increasingly
out of phase and the texture thickens (the four-part canon occurs between around
3:00–8:39 of the piece), it becomes harder to recognise the words, while some acoustic
components of the phrase take on an autonomous quality.
Patterns such as ‘coo-ma-ma-ma’ emerge, inside of which the percussive conso-
nants ‘k’ (from ‘come’) and ‘sh’ (from ‘show’) stand out and establish their own pat-
terns. But as this process continues, even those patterns gradually disappear until—
beginning shortly after 8:39 with a shift to an eight-part texture—only a tangled
mass of sound remains, which over the course of the remainder of the piece
becomes even more unstable and seemingly chaotic (noticeably around the 10:30
mark).5 Unstable and overwhelming in their amorphous rendering of speech, these
patterns are no longer identifiable as emanating from a human voice, nor does the
semantic content of the speech survive this treatment, which had already been
reduced to syllables, vowels and consonants as early on in the piece as the emergence
of the two-part phase shifting at around 1:00–2:00. Arguably the only element that
remains identifiable throughout, until the very end of the piece, is the percussive
‘sh’ sound. The effect of the final section in Come Out is bewildering (and possibly psy-
chedelic), justifying Reich’s (2002) description that ‘the whole thing began to shake’
(p. 53).
The gradual move from the recognisably semantic to the abstractly sonorous is a
very forceful aspect of Come Out. Following on from a point made by Whitesell
(2001, pp. 168–182), Gopinath (2009) argues that because of this process the music
does ‘violence’ to the voice of Daniel Hamm, thereby opening up a number of cul-
tural/political interpretations (pp. 134–140). Even regardless of Come Out’s purported
political meanings, the topic of violence demands our attention, as the treatment of the
speaking voices in all works considered here contains to some degree a transformation
of the voice beyond recognisability.
The invitation to read Come Out (as well as its predecessor, It’s Gonna Rain) as more
than merely musicalised objets trouvés is made particularly strongly because of the use
of speech. The voice summons the persona of a speaker, while the spoken text involves
a strong semantic element. As Reich (2002) immediately pointed out in relation to It’s
Gonna Rain: ‘[u]sing the voice of individual speakers is not like setting a text—it’s
setting a human being. A human being is personified by his or her voice… [when]
other people listen to that, they feel a persona present’ (p. 21). The musical (rhythmic
and melodic) qualities of how something is said are closely related to what is being said.
This aspect is acknowledged by the composer: ‘[i]n [… ] It’s Gonna Rain, both the
speech melody and the meaning of the words are inextricably bound together…
[when] people speak, the semantic, structural and melodic issues from them in one
breath’ (Reich, 2002, p. 199). Reich follows up on this way of dealing with recorded
speech in some of his later works6 where digital samplers serve to isolate speech
samples which then become integrated with instrumental (and, in some cases,
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vocal) parts, with the speech melodies acting as a unifying factor between speech and
music. Reich’s 1996 interview/essay ‘Music and Language’ focuses on the function of
speech melodies, notably in bringing together music, text, and speaker (Reich, 2002,
p. 191–201). Here, Reich insists on the documentary aspect of the recorded voices,
insisting that ‘[the speakers’] speech melody is the unpremeditated organic expression
of the events they lived through’ (Reich, 2002, p. 198).
Still, the fact that the music strongly refers to something that lies outside the music
itself seems to make Reich uncomfortable. Scherzinger (2005) has observed that in the
composer’s successive commentaries on It’s Gonna Rain there is a shift in Reich’s
explanations, from acknowledging the documentary function of the speech material
used, towards an emphasis on the abstract aspect of the musical (phase shifting)
process (p. 211). Reich tends to stress the musical ‘logic’ of the works, emphasising
his phase shifting technique and discussing how these speech pieces paved the way
for the instrumental compositions from 1966 to 1967 onwards; these comments
obviously have far fewer political overtones.
The track Mea Culpa from Eno and Byrne’s My Life in the Bush of Ghosts offers an
interesting parallel to Reich’s Come Out. Although Eno and Byrne’s piece includes a
substantial instrumental part with prominent ‘tribal’-style percussion and dark ana-
logue synthesisers, the nucleus of the piece consists of two recorded speaking voices:
a fast, agitated one and a lower pitched, slower, smooth-sounding one. The piece
opens with the agitated voice; after 20 seconds synthesisers fade in, joined by drums
(0:27), which maintain a steady groove. Then, at 0:37, the second ‘smooth’ voice
enters, establishing a call-and-response-type dialogue with the first voice. This alterna-
tion of the two voices is maintained with additional instrumental parts being gradually
added, until 2:18, when the voices disappear. The instrumental groove is maintained
with the first appearance of synthesisers in the higher register; during this section,
the track is very much confined to an ominously dark, low-to-middle register
sound. At 3:49, the voices return and take up their alternating sequence for around
one more minute, until the music fades out.7 The way the instrumental groove
emerges by way of an extension of the speaking voice (as well as forming a kind of
counterpoint to it) is obvious.
But what do the voices say? The answer to that is far less obvious. The agitated voice
is in fact a composite of various loops, which seem to be played back at both normal
and double speed—the higher pitch and faster speed of at least one loop greatly adds to
the sense of the emotional stress of the speaker. But even after time-stretching the
opening segment to half the original speed, it is still hard to make out exactly what
is being said, mainly because of the superposition of recordings. What do stand out,
however, are certain phrases, such as ‘I’m sorry’, ‘Do it again’ and ‘I made a
mistake’. A more-or-less accurate transcription of the fragment would be as follows:
What’re you saying? He said ‘I’m sorry, I committed a sin, I made a mistake. I asked
… to forgive me… please forgive me.’ He said ‘Mea Culpa’. Can you put it better?
‘I’m saying I’m sorry; I made a mistake, I made ... I committed a sin; I made a
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mistake. And I’m never gonna do it again, I never did it before and I’m never gonna
do it again.
The difficulty in understanding the exact words appears intentional. This is made even
more ambiguous, perhaps, by Eno and Byrne’s description of the basic material on the
track in the sleeve notes of the original recording as follows: ‘Inflamed caller and
smooth politician replying, both unidentified. Radio call-in show, New York, July
1979.’ Regardless of the comprehensibility of the words, however, the rant about
guilt, sin and apology may be perceived in the sound of the voices. The juxtaposition
of an agitated versus a smooth voice, with their innate expressive qualities, comes
across very strongly. As seen earlier in the Reich example, this expressive potential
—embodied as much through the timbre of the voices as the speech melodies—is
an element that Byrne and Eno were also keenly aware of, as shown in the following
quotation:
In searching for ‘vocalists’ we gravitated towards the passionate, which we found in
pretty disparate places: angry radio talk-show hosts, Arabic singers, preachers and
radio evangelists. This made it seem that the natural cadences and meter of the
impassioned vocal is innately musical. (Byrne, 2005)
Reich’s rationalisation of these aspects is made through the notion of speech melody,
which became particularly applicable in his post-1988 compositions, starting with
Different Trains (1988), which Reich retrospectively applied to It’s Gonna Rain and
Come Out: ‘Through the use of repetition and phase shifting the speech melody of
their voices became intensified’ (Reich, 2002, p. 198). But intensification alone
does not account for the sense of violence attributed to Reich’s early pieces. The
gradual and inevitable progression from the semantic to the sonic in Come Out,
from discrete meaning to non-articulated sound, is very powerful in the manner in
which it strips away what is being said as well as many of the idiomatic characteristics
of who is speaking. One has to ask, therefore, what can be achieved by removing the
very elements that are supposed to lie at the centre of the work? Why would a com-
poser choose to treat recorded speech in such a way that it obscures the qualities
which were actually identified as the motivation behind the selection of the speech
in the first place? What happens to the persona of the speaker when his or her
voice is rendered beyond the point of being recognisable or even identifiable as a
human voice? And how should we understand this move towards the ‘coming
apart’ of the speech/speaker, if not through the notion of violence, as Gopinath has
suggested? (Gopinath, 2009, p. 136)
Come Out’s clear trajectory from semantic to sonic (or from documentary to
abstract) is more straightforward than it is in most of the other examples discussed
here. Although Mea Culpa begins with unaccompanied voices, they are already com-
bined and transformed beyond clear understanding. Interestingly, Come Out’s prede-
cessor, It’s Gonna Rain, makes use of a larger array of different spoken phrases, which
are combined, overlaid and phase-shifted in a less systematic way, resulting—inter alia
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—in a more mixed alternation between semantic intelligibility on the one hand and
sonic mayhem on the other. Potter (2000) identifies a more ‘phonic’ approach in
Come Out, in comparison with It’s Gonna Rain’s ‘phonemic’ attitude (p. 178), precisely
because of the former’s reliance on a straightforward directional process away from
text towards pure sound.
In the later sampler-based pieces from Different Trains onwards, Reich generally
includes the speech samples in such a way that both the semantic and musical,
speech melody-like qualities, are clearly perceptible, drawing the music from the
speech samples while at the same time introducing the speaker (with his or her indi-
vidual memories and opinions) as a privileged witness, included for its documentary
value. This documentary approach allows the composer to tackle complicated political
and historical narratives through the voices of the people from whom he borrows their
words as well as the basic musical material embedded in those words. It gives Reich the
opportunity to address themes such as the holocaust in Different Trains, or the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict in his opera The Cave (1993), without ever giving the impression of
constructing the narrative himself. The voices of his interviewees take on the role of a
narrator and are coloured by their individual backgrounds, temperaments and
opinions. The individuality of these statements is reinforced by musically maintaining
the individual colour of the speaking voices.
As violent as is the treatment of the voice in Come Out, in the sampler-based com-
positions it has become more respectful. However, there is one notable exception in
Reich’s later works where a similar ‘phonic’ texture emerges, reminiscent of that
which occurs in It’s Gonna Rain and Come Out. In the third movement of City Life
(1995), for ensemble, Reich returns once more to the pure treatment of Afro-Amer-
ican speaking voices of an agitated, emotional nature. The phrases used (‘It’s been a
honeymoon!’ and ‘Can’t take no mo’!’) were recorded at a political rally outside
New York City’s City Hall (Reich, 2002, p. 191). An initial statement of the original
samples is given, but instead of a gradual process that makes the sample disintegrate
through the superposition of multiple identical loops, Reich cuts up the sample into
one- or two-syllable-long segments that are distributed between the live sampler key-
boards. These keyboards play a rhythmic pattern in canon, which as such is not derived
from the rhythm or speech melody of the original.
The difference with Reich’s practice in the remainder of the sampler-based pieces—
where each phrase is generally preserved as such—is striking. Although the patterns are
occasionally stated in their entirety (notably at the beginning of the different segments
of the third movement of City Life), they are immediately divided into separate sylla-
bles. These basic sonic entities are then reconfigured according to a rhythmic pattern
that is unrelated as such to the original phrase, although it shares something of its irre-
gular, staccato intensity. Interestingly, the two different samples are set to the same
pattern, although they appear in different canonic relationships and are harmonised
differently. Here again, verbal audibility is challenged not through a gradual process
but through the immediate segmentation of sounds into syllabic particles that in
turn form a tightly knit contrapuntal texture.
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Whether coincidental or not, violence also re-emerges in City Life’s use of the (uni-
dentified) Afro-American voices, almost 30 years after Reich’s early speech-based tape
compositions. These voices are audibly emotional (and hence expressive) in what they
are uttering. However, whereas in It’s Gonna Rain, a young Pentecostal preacher called
Brother Walter is heard giving a sermon in San Francisco’s Union Square about Noah
and the flood, and in Come Out Daniel Hamm recounts the aftermath of receiving a
beating after his arrest, in City Life one can only speculate about what the predomi-
nantly Afro-American speakers at the political rally are indeed rallying against.
Reich’s early tape pieces are generally assumed to be heavily charged with meaning.
In It’s Gonna Rain, the composer himself suggests two possible hermeneutic readings,
namely the sense of impending nuclear apocalypse that in 1964 seemed especially
plausible after the Cuban missile crisis; and, second, Reich’s personal crisis following
his recent divorce:
the sentence doesn’t reconstruct and come back together. It goes further and further
out of phase until it is reduced to noise. The emotional feeling is that you’re going
through the cataclysm, you’re experiencing what it’s like to have everything dissolve.
(Reich, 2002, p. 21)
To these interpretations, Scherzinger has added one of depicting the Afro-American as
radically Other.8 Nevertheless, for all the interpretive richness that these pieces appear
to offer, it is striking that the actual phrases involved—when taken at face value—are
vague at best, if not rather commonplace: ‘It’s gonna rain’, ‘Come out and show them’,
‘It’s been a honeymoon’. Purely based on the phrases themselves and without the aid of
a description of the context provided by the composer, most listeners would find it
difficult to attach a meaning to the compositions that would relate to their actual
origins.
It is arguably far easier to identify the violence involved in the transformation of
verbal, semantically coherent phrases onto a more abstract, purely sonic plane.
Since this transformation is coupled with the elimination of the characteristic traits
of the speaker, the association with violence symbolically done to the person whose
voice we hear becomes all the more persuasive.
The Aesthetic and Philosophical Implications of Speech-Based Compositions
For all the obvious reliance in these pieces on speech recordings as the essential (and
often only) material, it is clear that various ways of distorting and alienating the vocal
sounds in question is a prominent feature. In a sense, it is music that more or less
destroys the very material that it draws upon. But how should we understand this
act of violence? Three different readings are offered below, which all take the entwining
of semantic and sonic qualities as a central issue.
The first interpretation has already been mentioned and relies on the approach con-
nected with cultural theory. Given the documentary value of these spoken words, their
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relation to a cultural and socio-political context is particularly present and invites the
listener to take the context and subtext of the piece into account. The treatment of the
material that is ostensibly charged with meaning in turn begins to carry meaning.
Thus, the allegedly violent treatment of the voice may be seen as a compositional
way of commenting on such issues. This ‘musical’ violence is no less different, then,
than the physical violence evoked by the testimony in Come Out or the larger violence
which targeted Afro-American communities during the 1960s. The indignation and
anger caught in the samples heard in City Life may be seen as one of the many ways
in which such issues continued to resonate well into the 1990s.
The second approach takes the use of technology into account. Tape loops, phase
shifting, superposition of voices, change of playback speed or cutting up samples in
smaller elements that are then stacked up and presented as rhythmic patterns—all
these techniques are encountered differently, but they all involve the deliberate use
of recording technology. In a sense, it is the availability of (either analogue or
digital) technology that predetermines how such recorded voices are modified: Mea
Culpa and certainly the early Reich pieces make the use of tape loops extremely notice-
able. The process of removing the recognisably human aspect of the voice serves to
heighten the perception of the machine as driving forward this transformational
process. Stripping away the personal layers—the individuality of the speaker, which
disappears together with the recognisability of his or her voice—brings about the
notion of the impersonal. The notion of the human voice being pitted against the
machine may in turn open up a number of interpretive positions. This includes
the familiar trope of the machine as a dehumanising element, which also becomes
the subject matter of Reich’s later multimedia work, Three Tales (2002).
The third approach involves the curious combination of speech and music, of the
semantic content with its sonic aspect: a transition from ‘phonemic’ to ‘phonic’. By
treating speech as if it were musical material, it is already being deprived of its original
communicative function. Reich’s statement that he is both heightening the meaning as
well as foregrounding the musical qualities of the recorded fragment is backed by his
opinion that meaning and sound of the speech both relate to the same expressive
gesture. This stands in obvious contradiction to the observation that different
degrees of intelligibility are present and that a piece may occupy the entire range
between the semantic and the purely sonic.
In poststructuralist philosophy, a great deal of attention has been devoted to the
immediacy of the voice, not only in terms of conveying expression but also in terms
of directly conveying meaning. In his well-known essay ‘Le grain de la voix’ (‘The
Grain of the Voice’), French literary theorist Roland Barthes gives the example of a
Russian bass (a church cantor), which Barthes describes as follows:
The voice is not personal: it expresses nothing of the cantor, of his soul; it is not orig-
inal (all Russian cantors have roughly the same voice), and at the same time it is indi-
vidual: it has us hear a body which has no civil identity, no ‘personality’, but which is
nevertheless a separate body. Above all, this voice bears along directly the symbolic,
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over the intelligible, the expressive… [the] ‘grain’ is that: the materiality of the body
speaking its mother tongue: perhaps the letter, almost certainly signifiance. (Barthes,
1977, p. 182)
Replace the words ‘Russian cantor’ in this text with ‘Afro-American male’ and this
characterisation could very well be applied to Reich’s composition. The voice we
hear does indeed stand for a ‘body which has no civil identity’ and yet carries a
direct type of meaning.
For all the care involved in mentioning the names and circumstances of the individ-
uals whose voices we hear and whose expressive gestures are communicated through
the speech melodies, the voices we hear remain largely abstract, anonymous or even
unknown. We know some biographical details about Daniel Hamm, but we know vir-
tually nothing about Brother Walter, while the speakers at the political rally in City Life
remain anonymous, as do the speakers inMea Culpa. And yet the ability of those voices
to communicate aspects that are not contained in the text itself opens up new herme-
neutic readings. The grain of the voice—the physicality of the speech—is more resist-
ant to the violence enacted upon it than the words themselves. At that point where
words have faded into nonsense syllables due to the musical process applied to
them, the vocal quality remains, although not indefinitely, as shown in the final
four minutes of Come Out. It is this resilience on the direct effect of vocal quality
which allows Eno and Byrne in Mea Culpa to work immediately with processed
voices without, as Reich does, first stating the original phrases in their original
format but still preserving the meaning as represented by the vocal quality itself.
Conclusion
In La voix et le phénomène (Speech and Phenomena), Jacques Derrida elaborates on
Edmund Husserl’s distinction between sign and expression, granting the voice a privi-
leged position of immediate ideal expression. It is the voice that animates the word,
adding expression to it, generating meaning (Bedeutung) to a sign that otherwise
only indicates something (Zeichen):
The word is a body which does not mean anything unless an intention animates it
and makes it pass from a state of immobile sonority (Körper) into a state of ani-
mated body (Leib). This particular body of the word does not express anything
unless it is animated (Sinnbelebt) by the act of meaning (Bedeuten), which trans-
forms it into spiritual physicality (Geistliche Leiblichkeit). (Derrida, 1967, p. 91)9
Although Derrida’s concern is mainly with the convergence of phenomenology and
metaphysics and not about finding meaning in vocal music, as is the case with
Barthes’ text, the mediating position of the voice between the fields of meaning and
expression is very interesting.
Following on from this line of thought, it becomes possible not only to see the
remarkable inner tension between sound and meaning in these compositions as a
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function of the cultural context from which they are derived and to which they refer.
Instead, the issue of the music’s relation to meaning and expression is raised directly.
Thus, the perceived violence of the treatment of the voice to some extent eliminates the
semantic function of the indicative layer (‘indice’), shifting towards the expressive
content as it is ‘animated’ by the vocal utterance: an expressive content devoid of
indicative significance.
From that perspective, violence is no longer merely a negative force, directed against
the voice and/or its speaker, as Gopinath has asserted (Gopinath, 2009, p. 135). Rather,
it becomes a way of facilitating the sonic dimension, of enabling more direct access to
the expressive content, transmitted by the voice, but hidden behind the semantic
system of the words. It is the ecstasy of the ranting voice that leads into the ecstasy
of the percussion-driven groove in Mea Culpa—the fascination with speech melody
as a ‘window to the soul’ (to quote Janácˇek).10 It is the obsession with the rich way
in which the Afro-American voice animates such everyday phrases (‘come out and
show them’, ‘it’s gonna rain’) with meaning reaching far beyond the meaning con-
tained in those words alone.
Notes
[1] ‘Speech melodies’ is a term used by Reich himself, particularly from his composition Different
Trains (1987) onwards, when he developed a particular way of doubling speech melodies with
musical instruments and using the melodies in question as musical material that could be
repeated, varied and contrapuntally elaborated.
[2] Brian Eno and David Byrne’sMy Life in the Bush of Ghosts (EGCD 48) was released in February
1981.
[3] For a detailed account of how civil rights issues, the representation of Afro-Americans on stage
and in the music scene and avant-garde theatre of the San Francisco Bay area in which Steve
Reich was involved until 1965, see Cole (2012, pp. 336–340).
[4] For a strictly technical and detailed explanation of Come Out, see Reich, ‘First Interview with
Michael Nyman’ (1970), in Reich (2002, pp. 52–55; especially p. 53).
[5] Seemingly chaotic, because the underlying musical process is extremely straightforward and
can easily be perceived as such. The contrast between the clarity of the process and the fuzzi-
ness resulting from it is one of the most remarkable features of Reich’s phase shifting pieces,
including those where he only uses musical instruments and conventional pitch material
instead of speech.
[6] To date, Reich has written five sampler-based pieces: Different Trains (1988), The Cave (1993),
City Life (1995), Three Tales (2002) and WTC 9/11 (2011).
[7] The timings here are taken from the 2006 remixed reissue of the album. The original LP
version uses a different mix, and with the duration of 3:35 is considerably shorter.
[8] ‘What is at stake ideologically when a process, whereby a white composer gradually transforms
the voice of a black man into animal sound, is read as modern compositional technique?’
(Scherzinger, 2005, p. 217).
[9] ‘Le mot est un corps qui ne veut dire quelque chose que si une intention actuelle l’anime et le
fait passer de l’état de sonorité inerte (Körper) à l’état de corps animé (Leib). Ce corps propre
du mot n’exprime rien que s’il est animé (sinnbelebt) par l’acte d’un vouloir-dire (bedeuten)
qui le transforme en chair spirituelle (geistliche Leiblichkeit)’ (my translation).
[10] A connection often mentioned by Reich; see, for instance Reich (2002, p. 199).
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